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ABSTRACT 



This report describes new and innovative approaches to 
school facilities as they relate to their communities by exploring the trends 
towards smaller schools, presenting the pros and cons of smaller schools, and 
examining the solutions and strategies in smart growth planning. The report 
addresses the following questions: if school leaders, communities and other 
groups elect to pursue a goal of building smaller schools, what factors 
should be considered? if small schools are usually more expensive to 
construct and operate, how can we improve the economics of constructing and 
operating them? and how and who should be involved in planning them? 
Concluding sections contain links and references where stakeholders can 
obtain in-depth material on these subjects. (Contains 60 references.) (GR) 
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FOREWORD 



The design of educational facilities has a profound impact upon how students learn and on how 
well they serve the communities in which they are located. Facilities that strengthen these 
relationships are often the most successful. Each district, in concert with the needs of its 
residents, must make many important decisions regarding how, when and where to build and 
operate its schools. 

The implementation of many new ideas on the growth of communities and its public facilities is 
currently taking place. These ideas present exciting times and opportunities. Public school 
facilities must play an important role in the overall life and growth of communities across North 
Carolina. 

This publication describes new and innovative approaches to school facilities, as they relate to 
their communities. The State Board of Education and the Department of Public Instruction do 
not necessarily recommend that these approaches should be undertaken. Each local 
administrative unit should decide what is best for the citizens it serves, as well as the size, 
location and unique characteristics of the facilities it constructs and operates. This publication is 
intended as a resource to assist school and design professionals in planning facilities to meet 
some of these evolving trends. We hope you find it useful. 
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INTRODUCTION 



Why are so many people talking about returning to smaller schools? During the 1960's, we 
experienced a movement toward consolidation of small schools in an effort to improve 
construction and operating economies, reduce administrative staff, and offer more 
comprehensive educational programs. Those reasons for larger, comprehensive schools still 
exist today; however, now that we have made this transition, some disadvantages of larger 
schools have become apparent and the potential advantages of the smaller schools are now 
being revisited. 

Specifically, two major trends are receiving national attention: 

• There is a widespread belief that small schools may improve student academic 
performance and enhance school safety, climate and order. “The small schools literature 
began with the large-scale quantitative studies of the late 1980s and early 1990s that 
firmly established small schools as more productive and effective than large ones. These 
studies, involving large numbers of students, schools, and districts, confirmed that 
students learn more and better in small schools...” 1 

• There is a strong movement and advocacy towards several community planning 
philosophies called “Smart Growth,” “New Urbanism,” £C Walkable Communities,” and 
other variations. These philosophies promote the use of smaller, community-based and 
community-shared school facilities. Grassroots activism has begun to influence civic 
leaders, government entities and other influential bodies in this belief. Such 
organizations as “The Smart Growth Network,” “New Schools/Better Neighborhoods,” 
“Congress for New Urbanism,” and others are actively pursuing this philosophy and 
disseminating information. 

We anticipate that these trends will have a significant impact upon the development and use of 
school facilities in North Carolina and elsewhere. This raises several major questions: 

• If school leaders, communities and other groups elect to pursue a goal of building 
smaller schools, what factors should be considered? 

• If small schools are usually more expensive to construct and operate, how can we 
improve the economics of constructing and operating them? 

• How and who should be involved in planning them. 

This document has been prepared in an effort to answer these questions, provide suggestions 
and strategies toward making small schools more economically feasible, and provide links and 
references where the concerned official can obtain in-depth material on these subjects. 
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1 Raywid, Mary Anne “Current Literature on Small School” ERIC Digest EDO-RC-98-8 (January 1999) 
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